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Questions as ‘springboards’: a
dialogic approach to fostering





pedagogical method, referred to as the ‘springboard’ approach, in
relation to fostering critical thinking and reflection amongst students in
a higher education dance technique learning environment. Informed
by existing research around dominant or ‘signature’ pedagogies
within western higher dance technique education, the author presents
the findings from a focus group discussion with seven level four 
students who participated in an action research study where the










September 2015 and April 2016.  This research was supported and 
funded by the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SOTL) 





University in Cheshire.  Although this study took place within the area 
of dance education, the pedagogical method explored and the
findings from the research will relevant in other educational contexts




































where there is an interest in developing students’ ability to think
critically and reflectively in learning settings that are traditionally
vocational or practice­led.  The method explored may also be 
transferrable to other arts­based subjects with a focus on body­based









investigation of such ideas within my teaching practice.  Traditionally, 
dance technique classes have, and continue to be a core aspect of a 
dancer’s training and career.  Technique classes normally last 
around an hour and a half and aim to refine specific movement skills: 
for example, jumping, turning and shifting weight efficiently.  The
intention is to then transfer such skills into the domain of dance 
performance.  Stevens (2006: 1) describes the dance technique
class as ‘studio practice primarily designed to enable learners to
develop skills in execution and performance (rather than in 








































       
     




    
  







relation to Shulman’s (2005) concept of ‘signature pedagogies’.  
According to Shulman (2005: 52), signature pedagogies are ‘the 
types of teaching that organize the fundamental ways in which future
practitioners are educated for their new professions’. Perpetuation of
signature pedagogies means that they may become so embedded
into the learning culture that they come to be accepted as the 
pedagogical ‘norm’, often without question. Råman (2009: 76) points
out that in contrast to other areas of dance education, dance 
technique training has tended to maintain direct pedagogical
approaches as a result of teachers’ tendencies to ‘rely on and mimic
the models of teaching they experienced throughout their own 














when a student asks a question in the dance technique learning
environment, I pursued this aim of deconstruction by examining the 
notion of ‘questioning’.  Specifically, I wanted to investigate what kind
of strategies could be developed in response to such questions that 
1 The term ‘somatic’, originally coined by Hanna in 1970 rejects the notion
of Cartesian dualism by regarding the mind and body as an integrated
whole. From a somatic perspective, the mind is not privileged over body
and the first-person, phenomenological experience of the lived body is
recognised as a valuable source of knowing. 



































To investigate the potential of using students’ questions as stimuli for 
initiating critical enquiry and reflective learning within the context of
the dance technique class, a dialogic approach was explored. 
Underpinned by Freire’s (1996) concept of critical pedagogy, 
questions were used as a way of initiating dialogue amongst teacher
and students with the aim of developing two specific skills: 
x Exploration of and reflection on self: the ability to explore and 
reflect on the development of one’s own embodied knowledge in 
the context of dance technique
x  Autonomous thinking: the ability to think and act autonomously
in relation to one’s own learning in dance technique
Using students’ questions in this way is a method that I have come to 




















(2010: 57) points out, ‘the prospects of direct employment in the field 
itself remain relatively small’.  Therefore, it is imperative that 
individual subject areas, including dance, view education holistically





























































frequently highlighted an uncertainty around understanding how to 
manage students’ questions, often articulating a pressure to feel that 







direct ‘answers’ and solutions to students’ questions appeared to 
reinforce the hierarchical relationship that I had become interested in 
2 Lortie’s (1975) notion of the ‘apprenticeship of observation’ refers to the
idea that teachers learn how to teach as a result of observing the
behaviour of their own teachers. 





    
 
   
    
   
     





       
 
 
    
  
         









      
   
 
departing from.  In providing only one answer, the possibility for 




move away from the idea of seeking fixed ‘rights’ and ‘wrongs’, an
inherent issue within dance technique learning, as explored Dyer 
(2009) and Aceto (2012).  
The Rancièrian concept of ‘the ignorant schoolmaster’ (1991) is
useful to consider in relation to such ideas.  With reference to the
teaching experiments of Jacotot (1818), which challenged the belief






them – therefore, someone definitively inferior in the teacher– 
pupil relationship. 
According to Rancière, it is this structural relationship between 
teacher and student that requires the teacher to maintain a ‘gulf’
between them by consistently staying ‘one step ahead’, an 
unachievable feat in Rancière’s view.  By bringing the very act of
teaching into question, Jacotot’s aim was to ‘establish a mode of
relation whereby both teacher and pupil would learn together – with 
the learning enabled by a facilitator rather than an elucidator’





Rancière’s concept resonates with Freire’s (1996) theory of critical
pedagogy, which is based on the premise of enabling dialogue
between teacher and student. According to Freire (1996: 69)
‘Dialogue imposes itself as the way by which they [humans] achieve
significance as human beings.’ Buber (1959) states that human
beings become persons through being in dialogue with others and












   























the world, requiring individuals to essentially experience from the 
other side (Buber, 1959). Alexander (2008) defines his concept of







only concerned with verbal exchanges; thus, the term ‘dialogue’
takes on a much broader definition.  As Anttila (2007: 46) points out,
dialogue in the context of dance is ‘very much an embodied act’ and




through the act of dancing itself.  Furthermore, the notion of ‘thinking’
was not only considered to be a mental process, but rather a process






concerned with developing students’ thinking.  Since the teacher is
an active participant in the learning environment, McArthur and 
Huxham (2013: 96) suggest that dialogue must also engage the
teacher in a learning process.  As Freire (1996: 78 ­ cited in McArthur
and Huxham, 2013: 96) asks, ‘How can I dialogue if I always project 
ignorance onto others and never perceive my own?’  This is an idea
that I considered at length as the action research unfolded, and it 
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The ‘springboard’ approach in practice 





























not all questions were responded to using the ‘springboard’
approach, however, most classes incorporated at least one 















       

















supporting the weight of the body on one leg (see figure 1.)
Figure 1.
Specifically, the student wanted to know whether the heel of the 
supporting foot should lift away from, or stay in contact with the
ground.  My instinctive answer would have been to suggest that the
heel should stay in contact with the ground unless the upper body
shifts so far that the heel must lift off in order to accommodate this
tipping of weight.  Making the choice not to provide this answer




physical exploration of the question and to reflect on their own 
approach to the movement.  Here I am informed by Stanton’s (2011) 
conception of the dance technique class as a laboratory space to test 
different possibilities through a process of trial and error.  A physical
dialogue with one’s own body is described by Dryburgh and Jackson
(2016: 5) as an ‘inner dialogue…a somatic awareness that promotes
authenticity and agency…thoughtful action that provides the dancer 
with feedback from the knowing body’.  Experienced dancers are well
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Students were then asked to share their individual findings by
engaging in dialogue with another, in this case, a peer.  This sharing
with a peer mirrors Buber’s (1937) idea of turning towards the other 
and experiencing from the other side.  Here, the students work







perspectives.  Bakhtin’s concept of dialogism is particularly useful
here; according to Robinson (2011) for Bakhtin, the world is made up 
of multiple voices, perspectives and subjective ‘worlds’; subjects
engage in dialogue with others and are transformed through this
process as they fuse with parts of the other’s discourse.  As Holquist 
(2002: 18­10) writes:
In dialogism, the very capacity to have consciousness is based
on otherness…It cannot be stressed enough that for him




students and me agreeing that the ‘ideal’ relationship between the 
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determining what is ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ has not been easy for me 






Focus group discussion: analysis
On 9th March 2016, I facilitated a focus group discussion with seven





Exploration of and reflection on self
The following responses were identified in relation to the theme of
exploration of and reflection on self: 
Participant 5: “I feel this technique explores your body and 
your little habits and things…in a normal technique class it’s






         
   
   
   
 





















like your arm’s here and then it goes to here, but in yours, it’s
kind of do what you want, do what your body tells you to do.” 
Participant 1: “For me, it’s like you get to know your body. 
Before I came here I didn’t know a lot of stuff and when I
started technique – like – I am exploring my body every time” 
Participant 2: “I think sometimes when we’re exploring what
the body wants to do, personally, it doesn’t give me the
opportunity to stretch myself.” 
Participant 7: “I think it’s good that we’re treated as intelligent 
dancers and given the opportunity to play and explore, but I
think that sometimes, maybe it’s just the nature of dance, that 
you want some more clarity.” 
The word ‘explore’ features in all of these responses, even those that 














body’s limits.  In addition, participant seven points towards a desire 







































Participant 5: “Say Grace asked a question, erm, you might 
answer the question with a question, which at first you’re like 
‘what?’ so am I doing that or not? It makes you work harder
because then you have to go and figure it out for yourself, 
which I guess Uni is all about. You’re not spoon­fed it and then
you go and make the choice…it is a challenge, but I think that 
challenge makes you a better dancer.” 
Participant 3: “You let us figure the answer out and that makes
us think and to explore…we find the answer and that’s really
good for us and for our later career when we’re going to work
independently.” 
Participant 7: “I think the more questions we have, the more 
answers we get and the more we learn about ourselves and 
the more we kind of focus in on what we’re doing and why
we’re doing it.” 
The responses suggest that these participants recognise some value
in the ‘springboard’ approach.  The participants use terms like ‘figure 
it out for yourself’ and ‘learning about ourselves’, which indicates that 
they understand the approach requires a level of autonomous
thinking.  It is acknowledged that this approach to learning is more 
challenging than being ‘spoon­fed’, and that this prepares the 
students for their future careers.  This is encouraging when
considered in relation to the earlier discussion concerning 
employability.  Participant seven’s response is interesting because it 
appears to contradict her comment in the previous section indicating
that she is perhaps experiencing conflicting feelings about the
‘springboard’ approach; while the sometimes inconclusive nature of
the dialogue seems to trouble her, she is still able to recognise how 
an explorative approach like this may benefit her learning.  Overall, 





'Tessa you're doing it wrong', so I’d know, rather than it being
broad.” 












    




















from the teacher. The participant uses words like ‘specific’ and 
‘wrong’, which could indicate that she regards the teacher as being 
responsible for her body, and thus it is the teacher’s job to tell her 
whether she is performing the movement in what she perceives as






Following a line of enquiry that has its foundations in a student’s
question could be said to challenge the traditional idea that technique 




Jackson (2016: 4) suggest that ‘Learning becomes relevant as it 
draws on the interests of the students following their curiosity and
responding to their concerns.’  Furthermore, a question from a 
student acts as an invitation for me to enter into dialogue with my
own body, leading me to re­define and re­consider my movement 
material.  The constant repetition of similar movement sequences
from one academic year to the next can result in passivity on the
technique teacher’s part.  Movement is taught using the same 
methods and questions are answered in the same way; the reflective 
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for level four students since they are in the early stages of their
careers as dance artists, by essentially deciding what is ‘important’,

















perhaps this messiness just needs to be accepted as part of the 
learning journey.  Although I believe in the integrity of the 
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